Creationism in Europe edited by Stefaan Blancke, Hans Henrik Hjermitslev, and Peter C Kjaergaard Baltimore (MD): The Johns Hopkins University Press, 2014. 296 pages reviewed by Andrew J Petto
RNCSE readers will recognize several of the authors in the text (including Stefaan Blancke, Ulrich Kutschera, Inga Levit, Uwe Hoßfeld, Lennart Olsson, and Barbara Forrest). Writing for RNCSE, they have kept us informed of creationism in their countries, but here they place that creationism in context. What emerges is a complex picture of sociopolitical and cultural forces that shape public acceptance of evolution and provide a niche to support creationist objections to evolution. The specific histories of individual European countries are fascinating to read and well documented. The picture that emerges, however, defies simplification into a dichotomous key of religious and non-religious forces.
For example, a cultural anticlericism in France and Portugal plays a role in the acceptance of evolution: the more that the clerics oppose it, the more likely that it will be accepted by those who distrust clergy. In France, there is also a wariness of the influence of US culture, so the biblical literalism of US creationists does not find much traction, although a favorable view of French evolutionary thinkers-for example, Lamarck-tends to reduce the level of acceptance of a specifically Darwinian model of evolution.
The picture is also complex in countries with established national churches. The official positions on evolution in the Greek and Russian Orthodox churches reflect their integration into and dependence on the political structure of their home countries. To be too out of step with the government's position on scientific matters (including evolution) can place the status, resources, and even governance of these churches in jeopardy. Thus, in Poland, for example, the Soviet-era commitment to the work of Lysenko lent support to evolution, but not to Darwinian models.
In countries with Roman Catholic majorities (and state support for the church), the picture is mixed. Of course, the official approach in Roman Catholicism, in the twentieth century at least, was not to oppose the scientific basis of evolution, but to be wary about to its possible implications for the meaning of human existence. The result is that the response in "Catholic" countries must be understood in a more local context. Poles remains skeptical of creationist models in the regions dominated by Roman Catholics, but creationism is more common in the southern regions where various Protestant denominations predominate. The focus in the north seems to be more on the question of the effects of evolutionary thinking on the social order. In Spain, church officials are likely to reject evolution because of their opposition to materialism. In many of these Catholic countries, the opposition does not take specific aim at the scientific basis of evolution-a sharp contrast with the strategy among US creationists-but seems to focus on its implications for philosophy and theology.
Throughout Europe, the response to evolution still bears echoes of the mid-twentieth-century rise of fascism. In Spain, Greece, Germany, Italy, and elsewhere, the embrace of evolution by fascist regimes-often as a rationale to justify oppression, what we might today call "ethnic cleansing," and genocide-remains a concern among some of the general public. The co-optation of scientific and evolutionary models to justify now unpopular political movements (including not only fascism but also Marxism and other forms of communism) remains a powerful argument for the rejection of evolutionary (and other) science.
In the Scandinavian countries-and to some extent the Low Countries-established state (Protestant) churches tend not to embrace a literal reading of the Scripture and thus to be less supportive of the biblical literalism that underlies a lot of creationist literature. However, the "free" churches in these countries tend to be more evangelical than the state churches, and the emergence of a series of reform movements in the Low Countries have tended to move doctrine in a more conservative direction.
Overlain on this complex web of history, politics, doctrine, and economics, there are two additional features of European creationism explored in this book. The first, which obviously gets the most attention in the chapter on Turkey, is the rise of Islamic anti-evolutionism. In the US, we know the work of Adnan Oktar (Harun Yahya), and that is probably the most prominent brand on the continent. However, there are other pockets of resistance to evolution in Islamic communities-like their Christian counterparts, often based less on their scriptural foundations than on their opposition to specific sociopolitical or historic circumstances that they view either as based on or as consequences of accepting evolution.
Although we might presume that creationism is Europe was transplanted or imported from our US variety, the chapters in this volume show us otherwise. It is true that some of the materials we know well from organizations such as the Institute for Creation Research or Answers in Genesis are sometimes translated and distributed, but none of the creationist organizations or movements in these countries rely solely or even significantly on these materials. To be sure, opposition to evolution is strong in evangelical communities, and more theologically conservative churches, and we would recognize the arguments and "evidences" against evolution as a familiar chorus. But this opposition is endemic, not based on materials or organizations from across the Atlantic.
More recently, "intelligent design" has also emerged throughout Europe, though the strength and breadth of its impact likewise varies from one country to another. Among Europeans who are not invested in biblical literalism, "intelligent design" allows them to oppose evolutionary science, but not be tied specifically into Old Testament cosmogony. Overall, "intelligent design" appears to be more successful in places where access to English-language literature is better (for example, the UK and Germany). Because ID emerged as an alternative to evolutionary science only in the last decades of the twentieth century, it lacks the historical and sociopolitical context that connect evolution to unpopular governments or political movements, such as Soviet communism or Fascism.
Creationism in Europe is so rich that it is impossible to do it sufficient credit in a short review. I strongly recommend it to evolution education supporters for two reasons: one that is probably intended and the other that emerges from the careful documentation of the history, politics, and culture that shaped creationism in these countries.
The first reason, of course, stems from the nature of the book itself: it documents the nature and history and sociopolitical context of acceptance and rejection of evolution in a place that many Americans do not consider as separate nations with related, but different, histories and cultures. This book places the opposition to evolution in the context of those histories and cultures in concise summaries that bring a unique perspective to creationism: one that locates creationism in a complex cultural web that entails more than just religious beliefs and practices.
The second reason-perhaps the unintended consequence-arises from the collective impact of reconstructing the emergence of creationism in these diverse countries. It is this larger perspective on the cultural and historical context of creationism in European countries that provides a useful framework for understanding the persistent opposition to evolution in our own.
Too often, we look only to one or a few events or "players" in the anti-evolution community, but our analysis oversimplifies, or even takes for granted, the complex historic, sociopolitical, and even economic issues that people associate with evolutionary science. Rather than simply blaming anti-evolutionism on religious faith, we would do well to take an approach similar to that of authors in this volume and examine more deeply what other influences in the US experience play a role in our citizens' level of acceptance of evolution.
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